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The Arabesque of the Italian Renaissance. 

By 



Professor Stogkbauer. 



lo those who take an interest in the history of Art, 
and who wish to trace the development of the Arabesque 
from the time of the Romans to the present day, it 
seems almost incomprehensible that a cultivated, or at least 
an awakened feeling of the Beautiful could ever have 
swerved from those forms which it had won for itself 
in the 15 th and 16 th century under the hands of a De- 
siderio da Settigano, Pietro Lombardo and Jacopo San- 
sovino. One would have supposed that an ornament 
so charming in its disposition, so perfect as to taste, so 
wonderful in its harmony and beautiful rythm would 
excite the admiration of all time, and have served as 
the most perfect model that painter and sculptor could 
propose to themselves for their imitation and emulation. 
And yet, it was not, at the most, much more than fifty 
years after Sansovino's death, that this ornament retained 
its beauty without any diminution, till at last it perished 
in all its original purity. It was not till our own time 
that we began to look for traces of its former bloom, 
and in opposition to the numerous disfigurements which 
it had suffered in the course of time, to restore it in its 
primitive beauty, and through that scientific criticism, 
which is the characteristic of the present day, to explain 
the essential laws of its form and beauty. 

The delicate web of tendrils with the several spirals 
intermingling with it is enlivened by strong, plastically pro- 
jecting points, foliage and buds being arranged among 
them supported by gently swelling and threadlike stems 
and tendrils again approaching one another, starting from 
a strongly defined central point and growing more and 
more delicate in the ramifications, till it finishes off at 
last in the most delicate shapes and airiest tints. All this 
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is based upon a lively appreciation of nature, and de- 
monstrates a delicate sense and acquaintance with the 
general phenomena of vegetation, the reproduction of 
which in this case is as far removed from realistic and 
naturalistic narrowness as from that objectless generality, 
which we meet with, for example, in the Moorish treat- 
ment of plants. The plant, in the Italian Arabesques, is 
represented rather as the ideal substratum of all vege- 
tation withdrawing itself from the outward perception, 
independent of its temporary appearance in nature itself. 

This is far from being the only characteristic of 
the Arabesque of the Italian Renaissance. An important 
element of its excellence consists, as it were, in the musical 
harmony of its composition and in the peculiar charm of 
its melodious cadences. If we may compare its designs 
with a musical composition, the firm, strongly projecting 
points are like whole notes of the most forte character. 
Between these the other half and quarter notes, which 
complete the melody alternately piano, crescendo and de- 
crescendo, move sometimes in the vibrations of melting 
strains, sometimes in simpler and graver mood. This 
rythmical alternation of forte and piano is a prominent 
mark of the Italian Renaissance and is one of its dis- 
tinguished and distinguishing characteristics. It is a song, 
the free and powerful expression of the melody of the 
heart, sometimes gently sounding, sometimes breaking 
forth in joy, a song of the most universal, because purely 
human and at the same time most individual signification. 

Now if we look at this same ornament, in those 
transformations which it underwent in the time of 
Louis XIV. we notice at once the entire absence of this 
delicate musical sentiment. Just as the whole range of 
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No. 1. Frieze from Sepulchral Monument of Ascanio Sforza in the Church S. Maria del popolo in Rome. (Sansovino.) 

No. 2. Frieze in the Saloon of Anna of Austria in Fontainebleau. (Louis XIV.) 

No. 3. Romanesque Ornament in the Toulouse Museum. 

No. 4. Gothic Ornament in Batalha Church (Portugal). 
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art at this time was distinguished by a pretentious osten- % 
tation, a determined obtrusion both in detail and in 
general, so here also the unpretending harmonious agree- 
ment, the soft rythm of forte and piano gives way to 
a more pronounced and more uniform forte and for- 
tissimo. The spirals of the stalks become thick boughs, 
more foliage is introduced, the leaves are broader, while 
on the other hand the strong and plastic like projecting 
central points, round which lie the spirals of the Italian 
Arabesque, vanish into small blossoms which disappear 
in the strong, relief of the composition. An affectation 
devoid of all repose reigns throughout the whole, not 
monotonous, it is true, but a music which allows no rest 
to the ear or the heart, hastening on to the end in con- 
tinuous hurry, and even then not echoing the soft cadence . 
of the movement, but finishing in full and unmitigated 
chords, a music which perhaps may be compared to 
certain modern conceptions of pseudo-harmony. It is 
this want of a musical, harmonious close, which induced 
Berain especially to finish off the ornament by a kind 
of supplementary composition destitute of all agreement 
with the ensemble, and which is never seen in the best 
Italian Arabesques. 

If we compare a Romanesque ornament with this 
form of the Arabesque we find in the former a musical 
characteristic of another form reduced to its simplest 
form. The alternation of tendril and bud meets us in 
most primitive expression, the tendrils are laid close to 
one another, and form a thick and heavy band in which 
the central flowers wreath themselves in strictly sym- 
metrical arrangement. Who will not, in this uniform 
movement, recognise the composition of the choral, which 
in long drawn out tones and constant repetition is not 



without a certain sacred expression, but by its constant 
monotony, without any peculiar melody in its movement 
does not attempt the reproduction of any individual 
sentiment. 

The case is the same with Gothic ornamentation, 
but with this difference, that here, as in all Gothic art, 
consciously or unconsciously, there predominates the style 
of carving which lightens the heavier masses by pierced 
ornaments. The leaves and. flowers are rarely in pro- 
portion to the thick tendrils, and it is these last which 
by their combinations represent the peculiar rythm of 
the movement. The foliage which lies between them is 
uniformly distributed over the whole space, and repeats 
itself, phrase for phrase, without any change or elasticity, 
like circles and polygons in juxta-position. There is 
harmony here * certainly, but it is between the bars of 
the movement of the tendrils, which have always the 
same, or at the most alternate sounds, without any con- 
sideration of forte and piano, or for any further culti- 
vation of individual sentiment, like the strokes of a clock 
from the tower of a cathedral, or the monotonous ringing 
of church bells. 

The Romanesque and Gothic period is far behind 
us. Even the Romantic which took its model from their 
ruins counts its adherents by their names. On all sides, 
wherever sterling thought expresses itself combined with 
artistic sentiment, a return is made to the source and 
origin from which modern times and modern art have 
imbibed such powerful inspiration. However, the Italian 
Renaissance still remains for us in its splendour as a 
fruitful field in which good models may be found, even 
if there be no critical understanding of the laws which 
appear in the creations of that brilliant period. 



Drechseus House in Dinkelsbuhl. 

By 
C. T. Pohlig. 



In our days of progress and increasing intercourse, 
our old imperial cities and towns are gradually losing- 
more and more of their antique characteristics. Here the 
old town walls are pulled down, there some interesting 
building is recklessly destroyed, that was well worth pre- 
serving for posterity, without considering that with it, 
especially in small cities, the only thing perishes that 
lends it any monumental character. 

One of those once imperial towns, in which the mo- 
dernising mania has as yet obtained little scope is Dinkels- 
buhl in Bavaria. Surrounded by a many turreted wall, 
with rampart and moat, pierced with irregular but plea- 
sant looking streets in which almost every house has its 



gable end to the street, which with its far projecting 
stories, frequently jutting out one over the other, gives it 
a very peculiar aspect, it still offers to the view with 
great completeness its antique character. 

Among the single buildings there are two of especial 
interest to connoisseurs, namely S. George's Church and 
DrechseFs house in the Winemarket. Of this last we 
shall here attempt a particular description. 

This, the family mansion of the Drechsel-Deuffstettens, 
was built in the year 1543, the best time of the German 
Renaissance, and by its projecting stories, its rich de- 
coration of carved consoles, caryatides and other figurative 
and ornamental details gives an excellent picture of that 



